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Abstract 
Malaysia emphasizes towards a higher incomes developed nation by the year 2020. Towards this end, Malaysia will require 
skilled and semi-skilled workers to fill jobs in certain industries to support the country's development process. However, recent 
statistics show that only 28 percent of workers in Malaysia are included in the category of skilled and semi-skilled jobs. This 
shows that our country is lagging far behind other developed countries show the percentage of skilled and semi-skilled workers 
more than 50 percent. Previous studies have shown that there is an issue that skills gaps between skills required by industry and 
skills are trained in the training institution. Thus, this research explores the formation of skilled workers in industrial training 
institutes that support the creation of skilled and semi- skilled. Qualitative study using grounded theory methods are reaching 
theoretical saturation data when the sample reached 32 respondents. Data obtained using interviews, observations and document 
analysis and analyzed using open and selective coding process using NVivo. The results showed that the skilling for job is a main 
concern faced by the respondents. To support the formation of skills for employment of trainees should have some trainee 
characteristic that fit for upskilling process. 
© 2015 The Authors.Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Faculty of Technical and Vocational Education, University of Tun Hussein Onn Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction  
 
The era of knowledge economy and globalization leads to the necessity of human capital which comprise 
professional and semi-professional as well as knowledgeable and skilled labor (Brockman, Clark and Winch 2008; 
Ramlee et. al. 2008; Wan Seman 2007). Over the years, the country has relied heavily on foreign labor from 
Indonesia and Bangladesh to fill positions in plantation and construction industries and also as domestic help 
 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevi r Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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(Malaysia 2010). If employees released from public training institutions (ILKA) do not have the skills required by 
the industry, investors will not be interested in investing in Malaysia. 
 A study by Ab. Rahim and Ivan Hanafi (2007) quoted a report carried out by the Asian Development Bank 
on industrial workers in several countries, including Malaysia, revealing that the technical and vocational education 
apprentice products did not meet the quality standards nor were they willing to work. This may lead to decreased 
trust among employers in skilled workers, and at a more serious level, it may even cause the loss of potential foreign 
investors. Thus, the issue of the low quality and quantity of skills trainee output from the Malaysian technical 
education system should be addressed immediately in order to enhance investors' confidence in our country. 
 
2.   Skills Formation processes 
 
In Malaysia, the field of vocational training emphasizes individual skills through experiential learning. 
Experiential learning or learning by doing something to get experience is based on the notion that individuals have 
not the understanding of the elements of thought that remain otherwise unchanged but is instead formed and re-
formed through experience (Kolb 1984). 
 Previous studies show that the formation of micro-skilled workers requires a few levels of mastery. Dreyfus 
and Dreyfus (1986) for example look at the process of understanding the formation starting from novice to expert 
through the five stages shown in Figure 1: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The novice phase is the stage in which the trainee acts only according to the instructions specified. The amateur 
stage is where he is guided to do something in a clear-cut way. The competent stage is where the trainee is able to 
perform the tasks assigned. Proficient level trainees are able to see the important aspects of the skills, which can be 
performed better while expert trainees are no longer, bound by rules as they are able to accomplish things 
independently. The model above by Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980) describes the stages which one must go through 
before he reaches the level of expertise. However, it does not involve other social aspects that support the skills 
development process. 
 Brandt, Farmer, and Buckmaster (1993) explain the concept of apprenticeship skills formation through five 
stages which are different from that proposed by Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980) but involve similar aspects of staging 
skills level. The model is divided into two stages i.e. cognitive modeling and behavioral modeling. This stage only 
involves the observation of the behavior of the instructor. The leveled approach also involves an attempt to gain 
skills and the process of reflection on what is being done. Gradually, the levels diminish the role of teachers and 
improve the ability of trainees. The ability of trainees is increased and they are finally able to perform according to 
Novice 
Expert 
Competent Amateur 
Proficient 
Figure 1: Skills-formation Process 
(Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1980) 
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the needs of the next level of self-directed learning. The final stage is when they are able to generalize the skills of 
the trainees in other tasks that require similar skills. Figure 2 shows the levels described above. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The basis for developing all these skills is derived from the concept of apprenticeship, which includes a variety of 
fields. Ryberg and Christiansen (2008) also introduced the ladder of participation based on learning to grow by 
Engestrom (1987). In the early stages, trainees imitate the behavior studied. Then, they go to the next level where 
the trainees who were able to things themselves with little error begin to dominate. Training for training will give 
confidence to the trainees, allowing them to enter the next stage. The final stage is where the trainees can already 
teach the skills they have learnt to others. Figure 3 shows the ladder of participation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The three skills formation process described in Figures 1, 2, and 3 adapt the concept of apprenticeship where 
trainees learn from instructors in stages. The skills upgrading process is seen only in terms of individual skills 
without looking at the social processes that support the skills development process. Therefore, it begs the question of 
what are the processes experienced by ITI trainees in order to gain skills? 
 
 
Generaliz
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Learning 
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Figure 2: Skills-formation Process (Brandt, 
Farmer, and Buckmaster (1993) 
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Figure 3: Learning Participation Ladder 
(Ryberg and Christiansen, 2008) 
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3.   Research Objectives 
 
1. What are the processes involved in developing skilled trainees in industrial training institutes? 
2. How does this process happen? 
 
4.   Research Methodologies 
 
4.1   Research sample 
 
 Respondents were selected based on theoretical sampling in which we believe that those elected can 
contribute to the substantive area of the study. Selected sampling method uses the snowball method and is 
convenient. Respondents were selected from a group of excellent students who were able to provide information on 
research topics. Studies were conducted to achieve theoretical saturation when the number of respondents reached 
32 participants comprising administrators, teachers, employers and industry supervisors as well as students. 
Specifically 15 of the respondents were students, two administrators, 10 teachers, and five industry 
employers/supervisors were interviewed. Respondents were selected from various areas of study offered at selected 
locations. A variety of individual perspectives was sought in various areas in order to see the diversity that exists. 
Explorations of different depths will give better meaning to the main concern studied and how it is resolved in 
different contexts. 
 
4.2   Data Collection 
 
 To achieve the objectives and answer the research questions set, we used three main methods of data 
collection i.e. interviews, observations, and document analysis. Interview sessions were conducted using a set of 
open interview questions, which we developed as a guide for initial questions before going to the general question of 
existence based on the responses. Interview sessions were conducted at various locations in accordance with the 
requirements of the respondents and typically took between 60-90 minutes depending on the time available to 
respondents. As a customary practice, respondents provided a letter of consent so that they can be interviewed and 
they are read their rights before the interview begins. 
 In addition to the interview memos, notes of observations were also recorded for the researcher to reflect on 
the perceived situation and the concepts developed during the observation. Written memos exist in a variety of 
shapes and sizes, including memos during the formation of concepts. Document analysis was conducted on 
appropriate documents as it helps researchers gain more in-depth information about the basic social processes 
studied. 
 
4.3   Data Analysis 
 
Grounded theory methods were used during the process of data analysis. We started with writing memos after 
each interview was conducted, and after a while, patterns emerged and the memos could be categorized according to 
indicators, incidents, concepts, and categories. According to Glaser (1998), writing memos is a core process in 
grounded theory study. Ideas emerge during the coding process, data collection, and analysis as well as relationship 
codes that exist in theory during the process of writing the memo. Codes and categories that were formed according 
to our own synthesis based on emerging patterns. This is different from the common qualitative method based on the 
analysis of themes that have been formed earlier. 
 The data was then analyzed using substantive coding involving open coding and selective coding (Glaser 
2004). The constant comparative method was run simultaneously in which we compared incident to incident, 
incident to concept, and concept to concept (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Each concept that emerged was compared to 
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other concepts. All of these processes were compared with each other to see the emergence of concepts that 
eventually formed the core categories of the study. All data was processed using Microsoft Word and NVivo 8 in 
order to arrange the coding processes. 
 
5. Research findings 
 
Data analysis was conducted by the arrangement of theoretical memos. Five main concepts emerged, shaping the 
dimensions of basic social processes of workers’ skills acquisition. Trainees skills-development processes are based 
on the concepts formed from the memos, observation notes, and detailed code analysis. The basic social processes 
that shape trainees’ working skills are as follows:  
 
5.1   Phase 1: Entering 
 
At this phase, it was found that students choose to enter ITI due to their interest shaped by other factors such as 
their friends, family, and the environment. This interest stems from the realization that ITI as a public skills training 
institution will equip them with skills that enable them to secure jobs. As respondent P6 says: 
 
"I am interested in and committed to learn because I see that my friends who were in ITI are already working 
and have good jobs. That is what motivates me to study here (ILPKL)" 
 
The statement given by respondent P6 is supported by respondent P1: 
 
"I was already interested in skills since I was in school. When I knew ITI offered a field that was relevant to my 
interests, I applied immediately ". 
 
5.2   Phase 2: Accepting 
 
At this phase, students who enter ITI realize that they are there to learn. They start to accept the fact that they 
must work hard to obtain knowledge and skills. This is evidenced by the following statements given by respondents: 
 
"When I entered this institution, I had to accept the ‘qada’ and ‘qadar’ (destiny) that I had been chosen to study 
here. This is where God has decided my ‘rezeki’ is ".-P4 
 
"I entered ITI based on my interests so I have to accept whatever situations or conditions here. All the things that 
the trainers do are for our own good so that we will become good workers ". - P2 
 
"My trainer emphasises that I must accept the fact that I have registered to become a student here. So now, I 
must study properly so that I will be able to get as much knowledge and skills that I can apply once I start working 
".-P9 
 
"Employers want skilled workers so we must accept the training system that is in place here".-P7 
 
5.3   Phase 3: Adapting 
 
At this phase, trainees have successfully adapted to the skills and knowledge development process at the ITI. 
They continue their efforts in advancing their knowledge and skills; their dependence on the trainers slowly 
diminished. The following statements were given by respondents:  
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"At first, I was quite shocked. I thought that being in ITI would be the same as being in school, but it is not. I had 
to adapt. ".-P1 
 
"I got the program that I was interested in and I applied for. Once I started the program here, I realized that 
there was a lot to do. Practical classes at the workshop, classes on theory. But when I really think about it, if we 
want skills, we will have to adapt to situations like this ".-P3 
5.4   Phase 4: Changing 
 
At this phase, trainees accept the skills-learning process as a routine part of their lives as trainees. They have 
started to accept the industry-like atmosphere as part of the trainers’ emphasis on real industrial situations. 
 
"After studying here for a while, I have become more proficient with practical training in the workshop. I can 
now do things myself with the help of the trainer ".-P10 
 
"I observe what the trainers do and I follow them. If there is a mistake, I will correct it. If I still do not 
understand something, I will ask the trainers. After a while, I have become more comfortable and happy studying 
here because I know what I need to do ".-P7 
 
5.5   Phase 5: Skilling for Job 
  
At the last phase, trainees accept the fact that the skills that they learn will better enable them to obtain jobs. 
Therefore, all the knowledge and skills input that they gain will be related to future jobs in the industry. 
 
"When I complete my final project, I can apply all the skills that I have learnt here. If I forget anything, I can ask 
my friends. The learning process never ends ".-P5 
 
"Whatever we do here, we must remember that the knowledge and skills that we gain here will be used in our 
future occupation. Employers want workers who are not only skilled, but ones who can also learn new things ".-P3 
 
 
6. Discussion 
 
Research findings have shown five suggested basic social process phases, as described below: 
 
6.1   Entering Phase 
 
This phase involves the early stages where trainees choose ITI as a place to further their studies in their fields of 
interest. At this stage, there are a few categories of students i.e. students who enter based on their own interest, 
students who enter based on peer influence, and students who enter due to coercion from family. There are also 
students who are accepted into programs that are not of their interest due to limited places in the programs; however, 
because of their strong motivation to learn, the students accept these positions and continue their studies in the fields 
they were offered. This research finding agrees with a study conducted by UPM (2012) on the early screening 
processes for acceptance in ITIs. This stage is also different from the early stage of the apprenticeship model of 
participation and control (Ryberg and Christiansen, 2008). 
 
6.2   Accepting Phase 
 
In the second phase, it was found that students are willing to learn and change based on their own accord. 
Trainees accept the fact that they are studying in ITI and form relationships with new friends. At this level, trainees 
are willing to have extra learning sessions to increase their knowledge and skills. Trainees also accept that their 
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experiences of ITI were different from what they initially expected. This stage is consistent with the early stages of 
the apprenticeship model of participation and control (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1980; Hansman, 2001; Ryberg and 
Christiansen, 2008). 
 
 
 
 
6.3   Adapting Phase 
 
In this phase, trainees adapt to the teaching and learning environment as well as new friends. During this process, 
trainees have begun to use cooperative learning have begun to choose compatible friends to study with. The learning 
process in ITI mostly occurs through relationships with friends who are familiar with the community of practice. 
Trainees have successfully adapted to this situation. This stage is also consistent with the early stages of the 
apprenticeship model of participation and control (Brandt, Farmer and Buckmaster, 1993; Ryberg and Christiansen, 
2008). 
 
6.4   Changing Phase 
 
At this stage, trainees receive learning skills as a routine process in life as a trainee. Trainees are starting to 
accept the industrial-like learning environment emphasized by the instructor, especially on real industrial situations. 
Trainees who successfully achieve this phase are confident with their ability to adapt to the learning environment in 
the industry. This stage is also consistent with the early stages of the apprenticeship model of participation and 
control (Brandt, Farmer and Buckmaster, 1993; Ryberg and Christiansen, 2008). 
 
6.5   Skilling for Job Phase 
 
The final phase is where the trainees accept the fact that the skills learned are to help them obtain jobs. Hence, 
any input or acquired knowledge and skills will be associated with future employment in the industry. They are 
aware of what employers want from them as knowledgeable and skilled workers and they possess the characteristics 
of highly skilled trainers at their level. This finding is consistent with the self-study process outlined by Zimmerman 
(2002). At this level, trainees are able to modify the context of their new knowledge skills. Learning does not 
primarily involve the transfer of knowledge from trade vocational schools to practical contexts of application, but 
rather the process of gaining increasing familiarity with the objects and persons in and across different communities 
of practice. 
 These findings are also in line with the action plan of the culture of lifelong learning (2011-2020) which 
seeks to overcome seven main problems: i) the absence of lifelong learning policy in full, ii) the lack of monitoring 
of lifelong learning programs at the national level, iii) poor awareness and participation in lifelong learning 
programs, iv) inadequate financial support for lifelong learners, v) inadequate mechanisms and infrastructure for 
implementation of lifelong learning program, vi) the overlapping activities of lifelong learning and vii ) recognition 
(KPT 2011). It also supports the generalization phase that allows trainees to use their skills in other contexts, either 
in industry or in practice (Brandt, Farmer and Buckmaster 1993). 
 
7.   Conclusion 
 
The concepts gained from theoretical sampling and constant sampling make the grounded theory process an 
interesting method of research. The concepts that emerged from the interviews and the exploration of these concepts 
became a challenge for the researchers. The concept of vocational skills is a clear hypothesis on why trainees learn 
in ITIs and in the industry i.e. to acquire skills. With these skills, trainees are able to easily find job opportunities.  
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 These skills are acquired through a few stages or phases. This acquisition process is aided by trainees’ 
inherent interest in their fields, even before they choose to enter ITIs. These five stages, which shape the vocational 
skills actually support the concept of lifelong learning as described by the Ministry of Higher Education’s (now 
known as Ministry of Education) strategic plan for lifelong learning. 
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